Labor Force Participation in Mississippi and Other Southern States
The labor force participation rate (LFPR) is a key social indicator. Along with the unemployment rate, the LFPR is of paramount concern to states because work and earnings from employment are central determinants of living standards.
The LFPR varies dramatically among the states. In 2011, the LFPR was less than 60 percent in three states (Mississippi, Alabama, and West Virginia) and greater than 72 percent in two (North Dakota and Minnesota) . Because the state of Mississippi has historically had one of the lowest LFPRs in the United States, in August 2011, the Mississippi Governor's Offi ce commissioned the Upjohn Institute to study the reasons for Mississippi's relatively low LFPR. This article summarizes the main fi ndings of the Institute's research. (For a complete description of the work with additional references, see Lachowska and Woodbury [2012a,b.] )
The LFPR gap between Mississippi and other states is longstanding. Figure  1 shows time series of the LFPRs of Mississippi and a group of 12 statesreferred to as the Blueprint stateschosen by the state of Mississippi to craft its "Blueprint Mississippi," an economic development effort sponsored by the Mississippi Economic Council of the Mississippi Chamber of Commerce. The Blueprint states include the four states contiguous with Mississippi (Louisiana, Arkansas, Tennessee, and Alabama), plus Texas, Oklahoma, North Carolina, South Carolina, Kentucky, Georgia, and Florida. Figure 1 shows that LFPRs in Mississippi and the Blueprint states trended upward from the mid 1970s until the mid 1990s, following a broad national trend (Aaronson, Davis, and Hu 2012 We follow a long tradition in the analysis of labor force participation and examine fi ve subgroups of the civilian noninstitutional population (see Figure 2) : 1) Men, ages 25-54, sometimes called "prime-age males," who have traditionally been the most active labor force participants, with LFPRs approaching 90 percent in some years.
2) Married women, ages 25-54, who showed dramatic growth in labor force participation in the years following World War II, as they substituted work in the labor market for work at home, and whose LFPRs are now within 10-15 percentage points of prime-age males.
3) Single women (never married, divorced, and widowed), ages 25-54, who have long had LFPRs approaching those of prime-age men. 4) Older persons, ages 55 and older, who have the lowest LFPRs of the fi ve groups because they are prone to retirement. 5) Younger persons, ages 16-24, who have lower LFPRs than people ages 25-54 partly because they are still in school (or other training), and partly because they have less human capital and earnings capacity than older people and have limited opportunities in the labor market. Figure 2 shows that, except in the case of married women, the LFPRs of the Mississippi population are lower than those in the Blueprint states.
Key Differences between Mississippi and the Blueprint States
The LFPR differences between residents of Mississippi and the Blueprint states may be attributable to a range of factors, some measurable, others diffi cult to quantify. We focus on fi ve key differences between Mississippi and the Blueprint states:
1) Nonmetropolitan residence
Of the fi ve potentially relevant differences, the most dramatic is that nearly 60 percent of Mississippi's residents lived in nonmetropolitan areas in 2009, compared with 19 percent in the Blueprint states (see Figure 3) . This difference may be important because residents of nonmetropolitan areas have signifi cantly lower LFPRs than do residents of metropolitan areasabout 65 percent in metropolitan areas versus 57 percent in nonmetropolitan areas. Accordingly, Mississippi's mix of metropolitan and nonmetropolitan residents-which is skewed toward nonmetropolitan residents-is one likely explanation of the LFPR gap between Mississippi and the Blueprint states.
2) Race
The Mississippi population has a signifi cantly higher percentage of black residents (36 percent) than the Blueprint states (18.5 percent). This difference matters because most groups of the black population have lower LFPRs than their white counterparts. For example, the LFPR of black men 25-54 in the Blueprint states is nearly 77 percent, compared with nearly 89 percent for white men. (The LFPR gap between black and white men in Mississippi is even larger.) Only for married women 25-54 is the LFPR of blacks greater than that of whites.
3) Incidence of health problems A third set of differences between Mississippi and the Blueprint states is that Mississippi residents report a higher incidence of health problems. The American Community Survey asks questions about fi ve types of health issues: 1) cognitive diffi culties, 2) ambulatory diffi culty, 3) diffi culty taking care of oneself, 4) diffi culty living independently, and 5) vision or hearing diffi culties. In most cases, Mississippi residents are more likely to report having one or more of these health diffi culties. Only in the case of younger persons are Mississippi residents and residents of the comparison states (approximately) equally likely to report having each of these health diffi culties.
4) Receipt of government transfers
Mississippi and the Blueprint states differ in the percentage of individuals who receive government transfers such as Social Security, Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance (or Food Stamps).
• Among men 25-54, women 25-54 (both married and single), and younger persons, the incidence of income from Social Security is higher in Mississippi than in the Blueprint states, usually by about 60 percent.
• Similarly, the incidence of SSI receipt is higher in Mississippi than in the Blueprint states, usually by 50 percent or more.
• The incidence of Food Stamp receipt is higher in Mississippi than in the Blueprint states among all groups, but most notably among single women 25-54 and younger persons, for whom Food Stamp receipt is 40 percent higher in Mississippi.
Higher incidence of government transfers is usually related to lower LFPRs, either because recipients have fewer marketable skills or because the availability of nonwage income reduces the need to participate in the labor force.
5) Educational attainment
Compared with the Blueprint states, a higher percentage of Mississippi residents had not completed high school, and a lower percentage were college graduates. These differences are potentially important because LFPRs tend to be higher for individuals with higher educational attainment: The LFPR of high school dropouts in Mississippi was only 35 percent in 2009, whereas the LFPR of high school graduates was nearly 60 percent, and the LFPR of those with some postsecondary education was 70 percent or more.
Accounting for LFPR Gaps between Mississippi and Other States
To what extent do the LFPR gaps between Mississippi and the Blueprint states refl ect the interstate differences just discussed? We answer this question using the well-known Blinder-Oaxaca technique, which decomposes the total LFPR gap between Mississippi and the Blueprint states into components attributable to (or "explained by") various factors. .0 point is due to a higher incidence of health problems among Mississippi men, and 0.9 point is related to a higher incidence of government transfers. Table 1 suggests that the main reasons for Mississippi's LFPR gap differ among the fi ve population groups:
1) The relatively high concentration of Mississippi residents in nonmetropolitan areas is the most consistent reason for Mississippi's lower LFPR.
2) Mississippi's relatively high percentage of black residents has a mixed impact on its LFPR. For men and younger persons, it tends to reduce the LFPR. For married women, it raises the LFPR because the LFPR of black married women exceeds that of white married women.
3) Higher incidence of health problems helps explain the lower LFPR of Mississippi's men, women (both single and married), and older persons. 4) Higher incidence of government transfer receipt helps explain the lower LFPR of Mississippi's men and single women.
5) Lower educational attainment reduces the LFPR of Mississippi's single women, older persons, and younger persons.
For all but younger persons, the fi ve key measurable differences between Mississippi and the Blueprint states account for (or "explain") most of the gap between Mississippi and the Blueprint states. However, for younger persons more than half of the gap must be attributed to cultural, historical, and institutional factors that are diffi cult to measure and quantify. The legacy of racial discrimination, the connection of Mississippi residents to rural communities, and an agricultural sector that is in long-term decline are all possible contributors.
Policy Implications
The fi ndings may have three implications for policy. First, the connection between low LFPRs and nonmetropolitan residence provides a rationale for targeting regional economic development toward nonmetropolitan areas of Mississippi (see also Range [2011] ). Such efforts at regional development could be augmented with efforts to connect workers in nonmetropolitan areas with job opportunities in urban areas that are relatively nearby, for example, through inexpensive and accessible transportation.
Second, the connection between educational attainment and labor force participation provides a rationale for improving the quality of education generally and, more specifi cally, for creating opportunities for vocational and technical training in occupation-specifi c skills that employers indicate they demand.
Third, for young persons culture and institutions play a large role in explaining the LFPR gap between Mississippi and other states. This suggests that special efforts may be needed to create employment opportunities for high school students in Mississippi, so that young people see the relevance of schooling to job opportunities and to gaining a foothold in the labor market. Policies that could be helpful include cooperative programs connecting school to work, and direct employer subsidies to encourage the hiring of young people. a Mississippi's higher percentage of blacks among married women increases the LFPR of Mississippi's married women because the LFPR of black married women exceeds that of white married women. NOTE: Compared with the Blueprint states, a higher percentage of Mississippi residents live in a nonmetropolitan area, are black, report health problems, and receive government transfers. The educational attainment of Mississippi residents is on average lower than in the Blueprint states. SOURCE: Lachowska and Woodbury (2012a,b 
